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THE OENTEAL PROBLEM OF OLD TESTAMENT DISCUSSION. 

By Profbssoe Geobge H. Schodde, Ph. D., 
Capital University, Columbus, O. 



In our own day and decade the Old Testament is the cynosure 
of all eyes in the theological world. The negative and destructive 
criticism, which attempted in the shrewd hypotheses of Baur and his 
Tuebingen school to rob the New Testament religion of its founder 
and historical foundation, has now turned its direful eye on pre-Chris- 
tian revelation, and endeavors to create the havoc in this department 
which it failed to effect in the New Testament field. Accordingly the 
debatable ground between conservative and advanced theologians, 
between the adherents of traditional views and the constructors of 
new theories, is the volumes of Moses and the prophets. To under- 
stand and explain these as to their origin, character and contents is 
the burden of most biblical discussion at present, the ultimate aim 
being a correct reproduction of the historical and religious develop- 
ment of which these books are the records. It is a mistake to think 
that the analysis of the Pentateuch and the adjustment of the various 
strata considered as being its constituents, are the chief and ultimate 
aims of Old Testament debate. It is true that the Pentateuchal 
sphinx must have an answer to her riddle before any true idea of the 
process in the Old Testament development can possibly be attained. 
But the real point under discussion is not the composition and age of 
the five books of Moses ; this is 'not an end in itself, but is merely the 
means to an end. The real problem, lying back of all special studies 
and examinations, is a general one, namely the character of the Old 
Testament religion and the manner of its origin and growth. The 
examination of the Pentateuch finds its importance only in so far as 
it contributes toward an intelligent answer to this problem. As it 
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happens, in this case, to be an important factor in the decision of the 
matter in question, its discussion has been made somewhat prominent. 
But in reaUty the whole Old Testament has been and is put under the 
critical microscope, because its whole contents must contribute to the 
solution of the difficulty. The central problem of Old Testament dis- 
cussion is not merely, nor ultimately the critical or exegetical exam- 
ination of this or that special book, but it rather covers the whole 
range and field of Old Testament literature, and the object is to learn 
what manner of a religion it was which Israel entertained and of 
which these books give us the only and sole information. 

Of late a new view on this important point has been set up and 
ably defended by a number of advanced scholars in Europe, chiefly 
by the Dutch professor Kuenen and the Germans, Wellhausen and 
Stade. We must not in this connection confuse two things. Not all 
those who, with these scholars, consider the Elohist with his Levitical 
system and ordinances as the latest element that entered into the 
composition of the Pentateuch or Hexateuch, nor all who thus put the 
law at the end and not at the beginning of the Israelitish development, 
are to be regarded as advocates of the new and radical views in regard 
to the religious growth recorded in the Old Testament. Delitzsch, 
too, considers the Elohist as the latest constituent of the Pentateuch, 
although he places him before and not during or after the exile, as is 
done by the majority of critics at present ; Robertson Smith agrees 
with Kuenen as to the chronological order in the Pentateuchal strat- 
ification ; but both these scholars would and do abhor what is technic- 
ally called Wellhausenism or Kuenenism. For by these terms we do 
not understand the revived Vater Vatke-Graf theory of the composi- 
tion of the Pentateuch, in arranging it in the order of Book of Cov- 
enant, Jehovist, Deuteronomy, Elohist, but rather the extreme and 
revolutionary hypotheses which Kuenen and Wellhausen, followed by 
Stade and others, build, partly on this view of the Pentateuch, and 
even more, on the exegesis of a number of passages in the prophetic 
and historical books. This hypothesis is simply the claim that the 
religion of Israel, as recorded in the Old Testament literature, is nat- 
uralistic in origin, character and growth. It is an attempt, artfully 
conceived and shrewdly managed, to expel God from Israel and from 
Israel's history. The theories of those, who have in late years been 
constructing the new science of comparative religion claim for all 
religions a growth from original fetishism to polytheism, and in the 
case of Israel to monotheism, through natural growth and the unfold- 
ing of natural factors. It transfers the idea of development, so potent 
in the natural sciences, to the sphere of religion. Into this scheme 
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and Procrustian bed the Old Testament religion as always understood 
by the church will not fit. Accordingly, nolens volens, the document- 
ary accounts of this religion must be so analyzed and interpreted as 
to produce a record in harmony with the theory of the growth of all 
religions. Kuenen starts out with the denial of all and every divine 
element in Israel's history. In his chief work, De Godsdienst, he says, 
" Judaism and Christianity belong to the principle religions, but between 
these two and all other religions, there is no specific difference." "Of 
the different religions that of Israel is one,nothing less but also nothing 
more." This he calls his " standpoint," and it is, of course, in fact 
begging the whole question in advance, as his statements virtually 
include the very thesis he wants to prove. He and his adherents 
claim that up to the time of the eighth century before Christ the relig- 
ion of Israel was scarcely in any respect different from that of their 
Canaanitic neighbors ; that through the activity of the prophets at that 
age, and in later times the priests, those religious ideas and forms of 
worship which are commonly regarded as having been the old posses- 
sion of the people from the beginning of their national existence, and 
are thought to constitute the peculiar and distinguishing features of 
Israel's religion were, in a natural manner and without the interven- 
tion of any divine revelation, unfolded and gradually brought to be 
accepted by the people ; that all the stories, traditions and writings 
of earlier days were so changed and worked over as to make this 
latterly developed religious scheme appear as having been the true 
primitive religion of the people given them by their God, but that in 
this reconstruction of the records enough indications were left to show 
what the real character of the ante-prophetic religion had been, name- 
ly, a natural product of the Israelitish mind gradually unfolding into 
the prophetic monotheism and levitical worship. The dividing line 
in this growth is the prophetic announcement of the eighth century, 
and the great debatable ground between the two schools of criticism 
is the religion of the period before that date. 

Over against the views of this school, conservative writers make it 
their aim to prove that such is a totally false conception of the relig- 
ious growth in Israel ; that the eighth century is not such a radical 
dividing line, and that, in essence and character, the Mosaic religion 
was virtually the same as that of the prophets, and that the records so 
state it to be. Naturally the debate of such a general, and far reach- 
ing proposition involves the discussion of a number of minute points 
in exegesis and isagogics. The collection and discussion of the facts 
in the case, from which the conclusion as to the real character of the 
Old Covenant religion must be drawn is a work of no mean propor- 
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tions, and there are but very few who really have a right to speak a 
decisive word in this discussion, however many may think they have 
this right. The debate on this question has become a veritable laby- 
rinth, and anyone who will undertake to furnish the student with an 
Adriadne thread to guide him to the light of day, must be considered 
as a friend. Such a benefactor and guide we have in the little book 
of a Leipzig privatdocent. Dr. F. E. Koenig, entitled, Die Hauptprob- 
leme der altisraelitischen Religionsgeschichte, Leipzig, 1884. The 
author is already favorably known through his A. T. Offenbarungs- 
begriff, and his Hebrew grammar, as an exact and industrious student 
of the Old Testament religion and language. He is especially adapted 
for just such a work, as he does not oppose a radical conservatism to 
a rabid rationalism, but, as far as the composition of the Pentateuch 
is concerned, stands exactly where the new school stands, and hence 
combats its views from their own standpoint. His little work is a 
model of telling and searching criticism. There are probably few 
books that contain more solid facts and arguments to the square inch 
than does Koenig's pamphlet. His line of argument is an excellent 
one. Even on the supposition that the historical order of books is 
correct as claimed by Kuenen, Koenig shows that then these records 
also speak decidedly for the traditional views. His argument is first 
of a formal character, asking, what, according to the records, was the 
recognized religion in Israel in the so-called ante-prophetic period. 
After an exarhination of the passages and facts that have come into 
consideration, he concludes that whatever may have been the idolatry 
of many in Israel, the legitimate religion of Israel, the religion recog- 
nized by the leaders and by the people too as the true and correct 
worship, was virtually and in kind the same as that of the prophets, 
was not a natural product, not a fetishism, nor a polytheistic worship, 
but the recognition of the one true God Jehovah as Lord over all. 
As a result of a negative and positive argumentation, he concludes 
that the formal principle in Israel's early worship was the same as that 
of later prophecy and is recognized to be such by the latter. Then he 
passes to what he calls the "real" argument, that is, he takes up one 
after the other the points urged by the advanced reconstructionists 
from the Old Testament to prove their hypothesis. He does this in 
reference to the date when the worship of Jehovah was introduced 
into Israel ; to the character of this worship as having been a numer- 
ical and ethical monotheism from the start, and never polytheistic ; to 
the command of this worship forbidding all outward representation of 
their God, showing that Jehovah was never legitimately worshipped 
as a bull, or in the form of the Ephod ; to the character of this wor- 
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ship as never having demanded any human sacrifice — in short, point 
for point is taken up and shown to furnish no, or only a seeming 
basis for the new views of Israel's religion. All conservative readers 
may not be satisfied with all of Koenig's conclusions, as, e. g., when 
he admits that Baal was at one time a name for Jehovah, or that even 
some of the earlier prophets admitted the existence of other gods 
besides Jehovah. But the work as it stands is one of exceptional 
merit, and has great value not only in giving the reader an excellent 
birds-eye view of the whole Old Testament field, on which the battle 
of criticism is being fought, but also in furnishing him with keen and 
sharp weapons against the destructive attacks of the development 
theorists. His little work is a store-house of solid information on the 
very subjects that now are the principle topics of debate in the theo- 
logical world. It shows, too, that lawful criticism of the Bible books 
does not injure them or their fair refutation, but only strengthens 
their authority and makes their truth all the more emphatic. Fair 
criticism can only advance biblical science. 
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II. 

The importance of drawing a line between what is clearly written 
and what is only dimly indicated, may especially be seen in discussing 
matters of biblical doctrine. We have shown that it is prejudicial to 
the interests of true exegesis to dogmatize where several different 
interpretations are possible, or allowable. The biblical exegete must 
be a philologist and a grammarian, and he should possess so nice a 
faculty of distinguishing the possible from the probable, and both pos- 
sible and probable from the certain, as to guard himself against posi- 
tive assertions, where only tentative and qualified conclusions are in 
place. We lose our respect for one who can affirm a judgment on the 
meaning of a disputed word with as great assurance as on one that was 
never the subject of doubt or uncertainty. The Scriptures contain 
many words, the exact import of which it is now very difficult to deter- 
mine. Some of these words, as we have seen in the case oi Maaloth, 
may be explained in divers ways, and a careful examination of reasons 
for and against any one particular explanation should at least suggest 



